
Ed McMahon was a man made famous by saying mainly one line.  Do you remember what he said?  “Here's Johnny!”  Before you think I enjoy doing bad impressions, look quickly at verse 9.  Isaiah, in saying, “Here is your God,” is doing exactly what Ed did every night on the Tonight Show.  He is introducing a person of significance.   Now, everyone could identify Johnny Carson on the street, so it was not a true introduction.  In the build up to the line information about Johnny was dispersed, usually in a humorous way to remind the people why they came.  Then, Ed's big line announced the presence of Johnny.


So you may be asking, why is Isaiah announcing God to the Israelites of all people?  Maybe the Greeks or Babylonians, but the Israelites?  Plus, how can you announce God's arrival when, as Meridith will explore next week, God is always present?  What we are walking into in chapter 40 is the beginning of a new era in the life of Isaiah's career as a prophet.  For the first 39 chapters he has warned of the dangers of not following God and the defilement that will happen.  And happen it did.  So now he is speaking to the Israelites who find themselves in captivity.  


People who have suffered the pain of being conquered and forced to move from their native land often face a crisis of identity.  Who they are and what they believe are all in question.  That is why college is such a unique time for many.  That is why summer here with seasonal workers keeps stories going.  People do not have the connected roots, the setting where they have an identity.  Therefore, we are witnesses to people, young and old, struggling to know who they are.  You may see them leave the church on a Sunday and head out and do something non-glorifying to the Lord.  Or, you may see someone who has never set foot in a holy place find God in the new environment.  It happened to the whole nation of Israel, so it can probably happen in Skagway.


God does not allow the Israelites picture to become blurry.  They are now in a culture where there were multiple Gods, each having their own task, they had representatives in the king and others, there were images of these God's that were worshipped.  The people started to bring this culture into their understanding of who Yahweh, the God of Israel must be.


So, speaking through Isaiah, God blatantly reminds the people of who he is.  Chapter 40 gives us eight attributes of God.  God is merciful, glorious, eternal, gentle, omnipotent, omniscient, sovereign, and unique.  All of these characteristics support a bigger idea about Yahweh, Adonai, God.  Yahweh is unique, or independent, self existent, his being is grounded only in himself, his being is in no way dependent on the creature or creation.  No man is an island, but God is.  The theological term for this is God's aseity.  A Se in Latin means from himself.  God has life in himself and draws unending energy from himself.


Isaiah makes this clear as he reminds the people about the God that their forefathers worshipped.  He calls upon the Genesis story and tells them, Yahweh alone made us.  He measured the waters, measured the heavens, held all the dust of the earth in a basket, and put the mountains on scales.  All land forms are created by Yahweh.  The polytheistic world wanted to say Zeus in the heavens, Triton in the sea, Hades over the depths.  That is the roman version, the Babylonian version had two Gods at war with each other over the watery chaos and the slain loser creating the land mass.  The triumphant winner's offspring helped create the rest of the world.  Vastly different story lines.  One God, created all versus many gods specializing in creation.


Isaiah then moves onto the history of the world.  Oracles and prophets of the gods were abundant.  Kings, were representatives of the gods, but still required advisors to help make decisions.  Isaiah asks the Israelites to tell him who told God how to make this all work out.  How did God know to let man fall or to call David as king?  Was that someone in a think tank or the chairman of commerce dictating that percentage rates should fall a quarter of a percent?  God alone gets the blame and glory for what has happened.  There is no scapegoat here.  Yahweh has no counselors, no one has the capacity to fully comprehend the mind of the Lord, Yahweh had not teachers.  


Jesus continued this.  He often went away in prayer, so that his source of understanding was from himself, the Triune God.  Imagine what would have happened if Jesus would have listened to man instead of God at any point?  Conflict would have been avoided, he would have been crowned king, and calvary would have been avoided.


The people though, had seen Babylon come and take them away from their homes.  Surely God does not have full control over the nations.  They have been lamenting to God about their situation with little response.


God puts the nations into perspective with more images.  A drop in a bucket, dust on the scales is all the nations are.  In my mind, I see gold dust on the scales, it might just be my environment.  Isaiah intended the dust from dirty air that falls upon the scales, not causing them to move at all.  That is the power of the nations in comparison to Him.  Lebanon, with its great cedar forest is not worthy to even be a fire on the altar.  We might say all the forests here couldn't do it either.  Or all the ice and snow of Alaska, even before this warm spell, are not worthy of a snow cone for God.


In comparison to God, they are worthless, less than nothing, they are a negative.  Verse 18 expands the idea by considering the process of idol worship of other Gods.  We just viewed the Lord of all creation and history and you want to contain him in an image?  A little gold figure held secure with silver chains or mulberry wood with a wide base for the budget conscious is how you are going to contain this God?  This God can not be bound by an image or idea, there is no way to contain him.


Verse 21 finds the people still not convinced.  They place a high value on the kings and their power.  It was King Nebecannezur who conquered them and King Cyrus who will set them free.  A quick reality check all tells the people that Kings are a revolving door.  They mark time, not make time.  God alone sits on the throne of the universe.  Kings and their kingdoms rise and fall.  Do not put your trust there.  As glorious as this nation is, our ultimate hope should not rest there either, for look at Egypt, Greece, Rome, Stalin's Soviet Union, Hitler's Germany, the Queen's Empire.  What makes us think that we are any safer or stabler than the Babylonians?  All nations are like chaff, or plastic bags and snow in Skagway, removed by a breeze.


The Jews were a stubborn people.  They counter Isaiah with, “Yahweh may be the God of creation and history, but the Babylonians say that our fate is decided by the stars.  By looking at the alignment of the planets and constellations, we can be aware of our future.”  Isaiah's rebuttal is a simple, “Really?  Who do you think made the stars?  Did God take a vacation on the first and fourth days of creation.”  No, he made each one and each day calls them by name, something Nasa has given up doing and just numbers them, and sets them on their course.  Because of the power of God, no one misses roll call, they are all there following Yahweh's directions.


The people see the error of the Babylonian's beliefs and grasp at one last straw, their own thoughts and experience.  They are reawakened to the power of God and fire off, “If God is so powerful, why do I suffer, why am I here in Babylon instead Jerusalem?  God controls creation, history, nations, princes, even the stars, so why does my situation seem so horrible?  If we were independent beings, self sustaining, we would make our lives so much better that they currently are.


Isaiah hears the complaint and asks the people, “Do you fully understand what God is doing?  No!  But know this, he will not give up on what he is doing.  His energy is not dependent on us to accomplish it.  That also means that you are not necessary for God to fulfill his purposes.  If you or I did not exist, God's world would not crash or be altered.


While this could leave you feeling purposeless, ponder this, “If God does not need you to exist or complete his purpose, yet creates you anyway, what does that say about your God?”  I would say that his love runneth over.  You are valued for more than your purpose.  Christ died and brought his father glory and allowed us to participate in that glory because you are simply his.  Who he is is so complete, that he desired a relationship with you and with me.  If we break that covenant relationship, his love does not stop because who God is not built upon that relationship.  He can still love us and call us back once again.  But don't miss the corollary, who we are is based on that relationship.


When we try to go it alone, even the young tire, the strongest in the prime of their lives stumble and can not persevere.  But those who hope in the Lord will find unending strength and be soaring like eagles even when their situations dictate otherwise.  The laws of the universe dictate that they should be worn out.  But the source of our strength is the Lord, Yahweh who is sufficient within himself.  Praise God, he is not dependent on us, but desires a relationship with us still.

Amen!

